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varsityautonomy
Now that research universities have been given more control over their own affairs, the
challenge is for the institutions to rise to the occasion.
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WHEN it wasfirstannounced
in 1995thatUniversiti
Malaya(UM)wouldbe(or-
poratised,it wassaidthatthemove
will enablethevarsitytocompetein
themarketplace.
Amongtheotherobjectivesofthe
corporatisationeffortwastoensure
abetterworkingenvironmentand
curbtheexodusofexperiencedstaff
tomorelucrativepastures.
UM wasofficiallycorporatisedin
1998,amidstcontroversyoverthe
remunerationpackagesforstaffdue
totheeconomicsituationthen.
Butgoingbycommentsreportedly
madebyUM vice-chancellorTanSri
ProfDatukDrGhauthJasmon
recently,statingthattheinstitution
wasplaguedby"mediocrity"and
has"neverbeengood",perhapsthe
corporatisationcontroversywasfor
naught.
Inaninterviewpublishedlast
week,ProfGauthwasfurtherquoted
assayingthat200outofthe2,000-
oddacademicstaffhadfailedtheir
doctoratespursuedabroadsince
2008,someonuniversityscholar-
ships,andthatin thepast"wewere
nottooselectivewhomwebrought
intotheuniversity".
OnJan26,HigherEducation
MinisterDatukSeriMohamed
KhaledNordinofficiallygranted
autonomystatusto fivepublicuni-
versities- UM,Universiti
KebangsaanMalaysia(UKM),
UniversitiSainsMalaysia(USM),
UniversitiPutraMalaysia(UPM),and
UniversitiTeknologiMalaysia(UTM).
Speakingto reportersafterthe
announcement,MohamedKhaled
stressedthatthemainfocusofthe
autonomystatuswasto enableuni-
versitiestoexcel.
"Therewill benomoreexcuses
nottoexcel.Theywill notbetied
downbyGovernmentrulesorproc-
esses,"hesaid.
All fivevarsitieshadundergonean
auditprocess,whichstartedlastyear
withapilotauditcarriedoutbya
teamheadedbyUKMvice-chancel-
lorProfTanSriDrSharifahHapsah
SyedHasanShahabudin.
TheteamdevelopedtheCodeon
UniversityGoodGovernanceandthe
UniversityGoodGovernanceIndex
asinstrumentsofmeasureforthe
finalauditcarriedoutbyministry
officials.
Thefiveresearchuniversitieswill
haveautonomyin fourareas;insti-
tutionalgovernance,financeand
wealthgeneration,humanresource
andacademicmanagement,andstu-
dentadmissions.
MohamedKhaledsaidlastyear
thattheGovernmentwill stillbe
involvedinuniversityaffairsif only
to safeguardnationalinterests,and
thattheautonomygivenwouldnot
leadtoprivatisation.
"Autonomousuniversitieswill
continuetobefundedtosubsidise
thecostofhighereducationand
althoughtheywill beexpectedto
raiseprivatefees,studentrecruit-
mentmustbebasedonqualityrath-
erthantheircapacitytopay,"he
said.
Governance
DeputyHigherEducationMinister
DatukSaifuddinAbdullahexplains
thattheconceptofautonomyisa
constantlyevolvingone.
"Onewayof lookingatiUs to
treatpublicuniversitieslikegovern-
ment-linkedcompanies(GLCs),with
theministryholdingthe'golden
share'amongstotherstakeholders-
thegoalis toallowuniversitiesto
governtheirownaffairs.
Headds:"Governmentofficials
musttrusttheuniversitiesto man-
agethemselves,anduniversitystaff
alsoneedtochangethewaytheydo
things.
"Inthespiritof receivingautono-
myfromtheminister,it isonly
appropriateif vice-chancellorsafford
somesortoffreedomtofaculty
deans.
"Forinstance,if theuniversities
cannowchoosetheirownstudents
foradmission,perhapsfaculties
shouldbeallowedtopicktheirstu-
dentsaswell;formanyforeignuni-
versities,studentsapplytothe
respectivedepartmentsofstudyand
notthecentralregistrar."
Someuniversitieshaveclearly
expressedthisdesiretosharethe
autonomouspowers,asevidenced
byProfSharifah'smessagetoUKM
staffandstudents.
"Wewill allocateacertainamount
- ofmoneyforstaffsalariesandsoon
andyoumustknownowhowto
manageyourownaffairs.
"Thesenseof responsibility,being
efficientandeffectivemustbecas-
cadeddown,if not,it becomes
meaningless.
"Ofcoursewewill havetraining
sessionsonmanagementforheads
ofdepartments,deans,deputydeans
alsoleadershipcourses.Wearepre-
paringourpeopletofacetheauton-
omy,"shewasquotedassayingina
UKM newsportalreport.
Butwhatofpublictrustin the
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governanceofuniversities?
Sincethecorporatisationeffort,
theboardofdirectorsreplacedthe
university'scouncilasthehighest
decision-makingbodyinpublicuni-
versities.
Theboardofdirectors,which .
includethevice-chancellorandrep-
resentativesfromtheministry,
industryanduniversityalumni,is
appointedbytheminister'andhan-
dlestheadplinistrationoftheuni-
versity.
Theuniversitysenate,appointed
bythevice-chancellor,dealswith
academicmatters.
Meanwhile,theministeralso
appointsvice-chancellorsanddepu-
tyvice-chancellorsbasedontherec-
ommendationsofaGovernment-
appointedsearchcommittee.
Saifuddinmakesacaseforwhy
theministrystillholdsconsiderable
poweroveruniversities.
"Publicuniversitiesarefundedby
taxpayers,andsowe needtoplay
thecustodianbyactingonbehalfof
thepeople,"hesays.
"Criticsmaysaythattheseposi-
tionsareall 'political',butthisis a
questionof integrity- whoeverthe
governmentofthedayis,theyneed
to maintainintegrity.
"Solongaswecarryoutournom-
inationandselectionprocessina
transparentmanner,I thinkmost
peoplewill besupportiveofthe
appointments."
Despitethenobleintentionsofthe
ministeroftheday,it is arguable
thatsuchasystemofappointments
will stillbeseenaslackingsufficient
independence.
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Anothermajorreasonforthe
autonomystatusistoallowuniver-
sitiestherequiredfreedomtogener-
atetheirownsourceof revenue.
Currently,taxpayerfundsstill
makeupthelion'sshareofuniversi-
tybudgetincome- asidefromoper-
ationa~anddevelopmentalloca-
tionsfromtheHigherEducation
Ministry,researchgrantsareaward-
edbyotherministriesandstatutory
bodies.
A cursoryreviewofallpublicuni-
versities'websitesrevealthatonlya
handfulof institutionshaveupdated
annualreportsay;>i!ableforpublic
viewing.
At thesametime,studieshave
-Towards excellence: MohamedKhaledlookingatspecimensthroughamicroscopeatUPM'sFacultyofVeterinaryMedicine
complexinSerdang,Selangor.
indicatedthatourvarsitiesfrequent-
lyoutperformmanyothergovern-
mentagenciesandministrieswhen
it comestocomplyingwith financial
accountingstandardsetbythe
Treasury. '
Whatseemstobelackingthenis
formoreuniversitiestocommuni-
catethisaccountabilitytothepublic
directly.
Whiletheministrymayhavetools
to ensureuniversities,makegooduse
ofpublicfunds,it istooearlytotell
if asimilarframeworkwill existfor
fundsderivedfromtheprivatesec-
tor.
Asuniversitiesintensifytheir
effortsatmarketingexpertiseand
securinggrantsfromcorporate
firms,thereneedstobestepstaken
to ensurethatuniversitiesremain
autonomousfromcommercialinflu-
ence.
Global examples
Establisheduniversitiesoverseas
- includingthemuchlaudedIvy
Leagueones- havehadconsidera-
bleexperiencein theconflict
betweenbusinessinterestsandaca-
demicinquiry,
OnefamouscaseinvolvedYale
University,UnitedStates(US),where
theuniversityhadlicensedaHIV
druginventedin itslabstobiophar-
maceuticalcompanyBristol-Myers
Squibbin 1988.In theyear2000
alone,theuniversityhadgained
aroundUS$40mil(RM120mil)in
royalties.
Almost13yearslater,thelicens-
ingagreementgainedinternational
limelightafterDoctorsWithout
Bordershadaskedtheuniversityto
relaxitspatentrightstoenablea
cheapergenericversionofthedrug
tobemadeavailablein SouthAfrica.
Althoughinitiallyunwillingto
makeamove,boththeuniversity
andcompanyeventuallyagreedto
lowerthecostofthedrugfollowing
fierceprotestfromstudentsandfac-
ultyaswellasthepublic.
A morerecentexamplewouldbe
thestormofpubliccriticismfaced
bytheLondonSchoolofEconomics,
UnitedKingdomafterit wasfound
to haveaccepteda£l.5mil
(RM7.15mil)pledgefromacharity
runbyasonofthelateLibyanleader
ColonelMuammarGaddafi.The
institution'sdirectorHowardDavies
,V' subsequentlyacceptedresponsibility
andresigned.
All thefiveresearchuniversities
haveoutlinedacommitmentto
responsibleresearchforthegreater
socialgoodin theirrespectiveaction
plans,andit isespeciallycrucialnow
thattheinternalethicalcontrols
maintaintheirstandardsforthe
long-term.
Astheautonomousuniversities
arenowabletotakechargeofman-
agingtheirstaff,theywill findit eas-
iertoestablishincentivestoattract
thebestacademics.
Forstudentadmis-sions,thefive
varsitieswill beallowedto directly
selectindividualsfromthepoolof
candidatesin theUniversities
AdmissionsUnit(UrU) database.
Whilethesemeasureswill gofar
inensuringtheacademicperform-
anceoftheuniversities,theissueof
graduateunemploymentneedstobe
addressedaswell.
Therearenowsome71,000
unemployedgraduates,and
Governmentstatisticsfurthershow
thatthenumberofjoblessgraduates
hadriseneventhoughoverallunem-
ploymenthaddropped.Almostone
in fiveofthe388,000unemployed
Malaysiansholdadegreeordiplo-
ma.
Asidefromaddressingthemis-
matchofuniversitycourseswith
industryneeds,adeeperquestionat
heartiswhetheruniversitygradu-
atesarebeingtaughtthebasicskills
usefulforanyjob - goodcommuni-
cation,criticalthinking,andthelove
for life-longlearning.
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Looking ahead: Saifuddinsaysa a
culturalshiftisneededforuniversities
toexcel.
Additionally,in lightof there-
emergenceofa rathervocalstudent
movement,aswellashigh-profile
casesofacademicsbeingsilenced
fortheirviews,thegrantingof
autonomyto theuniversities
appearsratherambivalentothe
notionofacademicfreedom.
AstheUniversitiesandUniversity
CollegesAct(UUCA)1971is setto .
beamendedto givestudentsmore
politicalfreedom,it remainstobe
seenhowthetheActwill alsosuit
theinterestsofuniversityautono-
my.
Saifuddinsaysthatwhilethe
UUCAwasstill relevantas"agov-
erningtoolin lieuofotherlegal
tools",themovetowardsuniversity
autonomymaychangethenatureof
theAct.
"Whatcouldpossiblyhappenin
thefutureis thateithereachuniver-
sity'sconstitutionis madeintoan
Actofitsown,or theUUCAis
changedto amorebroad-based
statutetoaffordtheseautonomous
powersto institutions.
"Thesearelong-termpossibilities,
butwe shouldbethinkingabout
themnow,"hesays.
Hereiteratesthat"aculturalshift"
needsto occurfor meaningful
changein theperformanceofour
varsities.
"Youmayhaveadynamicvice-
chancellor,butif personneldown-
the-lineareresistanto change,this
will naturallyslowthingsdown.
"Autonomyalonewill notbesuf-
ficientforinstitutionalexcellence-
it'sreallyupto theuniversities
now,"hesays.
Friends at work: Universities are expectedto provide a more conducive learning
environment, especially now that they have more control over their affairs.
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student power: With,universities being given autonomy, it remains to be seen if this freedom will extend to students as well.
Seeking job's: The new status will enable varsities to react better to the changing needs of the labour market.
Valuable findings: The commercialisation of research can be useful in generating
income for institutions of higher learning.
